Teaming up with Your Graduate School for Academic and Career Success by O'Toole, Erin et al.
385
Chapter 31
Teaming uP wiTh 
your graduaTe 
sChooL for 
aCademiC and 
Career suCCess
Erin O’Toole, Rebecca Barham, Jo Monahan, and 
Susan Smith
Introduction
During graduate school, students must complete significant milestones to attain 
graduation and their first professional positions. The Toulouse Graduate School 
(TGS) at the University of North Texas (UNT) has identified three milestones 
in the academic life cycle where graduate students often falter, needing encour-
agement and support to move forward: (1) writing the dissertation or thesis 
proposal, (2) completing the writing of the dissertation or thesis, and (3) de-
veloping an elevator speech for potential employers. This chapter describes how 
the Library Research Support Services Department (LRSS) of the UNT Librar-
ies has collaborated with TGS to support graduate students through the process 
of achieving these milestones. Starting with the formation of LRSS, the chapter 
chronicles the development of graduate student programs and the department’s 
expanding relationship with TGS.
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Library Research Support Service 
Department
In 2014, the Public Services Division of the UNT Libraries had seven open po-
sitions. The Associate Dean for Public Services and the Dean of Libraries used 
the opportunity to reconsider the structure of the division, in particular, how to 
best organize and manage a large unit of subject librarians. The Academic Asso-
ciate Vice Provost of TGS, Dr. Joseph Oppong, was simultaneously requesting 
more tailored library services for graduate students. The library administration 
responded with an approach that was new to the UNT Libraries by implement-
ing an audience-based service model with two departments focused on different 
segments of the population: the Library Learning Department for undergradu-
ates and the LRSS Department for graduate students and faculty.
Founded on the idea that graduate students and faculty have unique needs 
that cross disciplinary boundaries, the LRSS Department promotes research 
and teaching success by offering targeted services to both audiences throughout 
their academic careers. The new department brought together three experienced 
librarians serving as subject liaisons to colleges and departments where they 
already had strong connections to graduate students: the sciences, math, art, 
theatre, dance, and education. After conducting a national search, the libraries 
brought in a new department head to lead this team. Her enthusiasm and ideas 
coupled with their institutional knowledge and dedication to serving students 
helped the department get off to a strong start and build momentum quickly.
Eagle Dissertation Boot Camps
Dr. Joseph Oppong requested facility support from the UNT Libraries for the 
first Eagle Dissertation Boot Camps in 2011. He wanted to increase the grad-
uation rate of doctoral students by offering them three days of uninterrupted 
time in a quiet space to write their dissertations. The UNT Libraries agreed to 
provide space for the camps, usually in the main library’s largest meeting room. 
During the spring 2011 and fall 2011 semesters, TGS held two boot camps 
over three-day weekends. Dr. Oppong’s administrative assistant from TGS was 
responsible for registration, setting up the room and checking the technology 
on each morning of the camp, arranging catering for meals, and coordinating 
visits by support services for graduate students. The library’s involvement was 
limited at this point. A public services librarian checked in with the group once 
or twice daily for facility needs and library questions, but only on weekdays of 
the camps.
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In August 2014, the head of the newly formed LRSS Department assigned 
support for the boot camps to the subject librarian for art, theater, and dance, 
who had a long record of service to graduate students. She added significant val-
ue to the library’s existing support by observing unmet needs of the attendees 
and responding to them resourcefully. Initially, the art librarian improved the 
space for the students and camp organizers. Because the room was open to the 
UNT community at night, she began arriving at least one hour before the camp 
started to rearrange the furniture, clean the room, and reset the technology to 
suit the boot camp activities. The art librarian also made herself available to the 
camp administrators and students for assistance with the room for the duration 
of each camp day, including weekends. She increased monitoring of the room to 
multiple visits per day.
The art librarian noticed technology challenges at the dissertation boot 
camps and worked to improve the situation for the graduate students and the 
camp organizers. The libraries’ Technology and Computing Operations Depart-
ment did not have weekend hours, so the librarian asked for training from one of 
the technicians so that she could fix any technology problems. She also noticed 
that the campers’ tables had to be crowded closely around the four pillars in the 
room because they were the main source of electrical outlets. To remedy this 
situation, the art librarian requested the purchase of power strips, which allowed 
the students to set up to work anywhere in the space. Dr. Oppong and his assis-
tant informed her that some students did not have laptops they could bring to 
the camp every day. The art librarian worked with the Head of Access Services 
to provide uninterrupted laptop checkout to campers for the duration of each 
boot camp day through the 24-Hour Computing Lab in the main library. She 
facilitated the checkout by sharing the boot camp roster with both departments 
when she received it from TGS.
The art librarian also improved reference help for the graduate students 
at the boot camps without disrupting the quiet writing time desired by Dr. Op-
pong and the participants. Before each camp began, she requested the roster 
from TGS and sent personalized letters to the subject librarians to let them know 
they had students in the upcoming camp, and when and how to contact them. 
She monitored the request sheets for library help several times during the day. If 
a participant signed up, then she would meet with the student at the next break 
or outside the room so as not to disturb the other campers. If the student needed 
subject-specific expertise, then the art librarian would alert the appropriate sub-
ject librarian that a student in the boot camp needed assistance.
The TGS administrative assistant distributed a support services packet to 
the graduate students at each Eagle Dissertation Boot Camp. The art librarian 
realized that the library handout was badly outdated, so she created a succinct, 
current handout for the camps. The new handout, “UNT Library Resources for 
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Graduate Students,” is a one-page, double-sided document (figure 31.1) that in-
cludes images and information about how to accomplish the following research 
tasks:
• find and contact a subject librarian
• identify, find, and search subject-specific databases
• find books in the UNT Libraries catalog and WorldCat
• find dissertations and theses
• order items through interlibrary loan
• use reference managers
Figure 31.1
UNT Library Resources for Graduate Students
The demand for the dissertation boot camps grew as awareness increased 
among graduate students and their advisors due to library marketing and word 
of mouth. TGS and LRSS responded in the 2015–2016 academic year by in-
creasing the frequency of boot camps to their current level of one per month, ex-
cept in May and December. Again in response to student requests, TGS opened 
the boot camps to master’s level students working on theses. Students also in-
quired about having additional weekly writing space to keep up the momentum 
they had gained in the boot camp. The art librarian helps with this ongoing effort 
by reserving library space for the Weekly Dissertation Writing Group.
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The Eagle Thesis and Dissertation Boot Camps continue to be in high de-
mand, and the art librarian continues to collaborate with TGS to improve this 
vital service for graduate students. With her keen observations and dedication to 
customer service, the art librarian took the library’s small role in the boot camps 
in 2011 and developed it into a relationship of trust and respect between TGS 
and LRSS. Dr. Oppong and his administrative staff have expressed their appre-
ciation of her contributions to the camps and seek her input on enhancements. 
The art librarian cultivated goodwill that led to more involved collaboration on 
future projects.
Proposal Preparation Workshops
The Proposal Preparation Workshops for graduate students grew out the foun-
dation of trust built between TGS and LRSS through the diligent work of the 
art librarian at the Eagle Dissertation Boot Camps. In June 2015, Dr. Oppong 
requested a meeting with LRSS to discuss a challenge earlier in the academic 
journey of graduate students. In this case, the graduate school invited LRSS to 
collaborate on a graduate student service from its inception. TGS’s statistics in-
dicated many students completed their course work and comprehensive exams, 
then stalled before starting their proposals for dissertations or theses. The dilem-
ma was how to encourage students to commence their proposals and proceed to 
a timely graduation.
Dr. Oppong sought the expertise of the subject librarians in LRSS in the 
areas of literature searching and organizing effective programming. TGS already 
offered a one-and-one-half-hour workshop on writing a proposal, but the as-
sociate vice provost surmised that a daylong “mini–boot camp” would give the 
students the confidence and commitment to start their proposals, as the boot 
camps had for students in the writing stage of their theses and dissertations. 
LRSS supported this approach, and discussion led to the identification of four 
areas where the students needed the most help. The schedule offered two ses-
sions in the morning led by teaching faculty followed by two sessions led by 
library faculty:
 1. How to develop a strong research question.
 2. How to write a dissertation or thesis proposal.
 3. Which subject-specific databases to use for literature searches.
 4. How to use a reference manager to increase productivity.
The team decided to offer the workshops to students in all disciplines, as 
the purpose was to give general information and encouragement, rather than 
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duplicate guidance received from the students’ departments.
On this collaborative project, LRSS did the majority of work; however, 
TGS provided some key components to make the workshops successful. The 
group decided LRSS would
 1. Recruit presenters for the four sessions at the workshops.
 2. Provide space for workshops.
 3. Provide continental breakfast and lunch for the students.
 4. Coordinate administrative coverage, such as registration confirma-
tion, checkin, and attendance.
TGS committed to providing two key mechanisms the libraries lacked: 
email access to graduate students, and a registration system. TGS was autho-
rized to email all graduate students or subsets of that population. This solved the 
problem of how best to promote the workshops to the graduate students, who 
do use their university email accounts. TGS also has an online registration sys-
tem connected to its events calendar. The communications channel and online 
registration were significant contributors to the eventual success of the work-
shops.
The organizers for the proposal preparation workshops were the science 
librarian from LRSS and the associate vice provost’s administrative assistant. 
One expected challenge of initiating the workshops was recruiting presenters 
from among teaching faculty, who are extremely busy with course and research 
commitments. TGS shared a list of faculty who had previously taught the short 
workshops on how to write proposals. LRSS discovered that TGS’s sponsorship 
of the full-day proposal workshop made recruitment easier than anticipated. 
Two faculty members from the Department of Public Administration volun-
teered for the first workshop in November 2015. The organizers assured the 
faculty members that they would alert the students to the general nature of the 
presentations and the need to consult with their own departments for proposal 
requirements.
Registration for the first Proposal Preparation Workshop was a bit rocky. 
TGS began promoting the workshop about a month before the scheduled date. 
The science librarian sent a promotional email to all subject librarians to share 
with faculty at their discretion. The organizers planned to cap registration at fifty 
students and reached that cap within two days. The science librarian started a 
waiting list, contacted registered students to confirm their attendance, and re-
ported openings to those waiting for a seat. As the date approached, LRSS ex-
pected fifty students at the first workshop.
The team learned a lesson from the first workshop that would be consis-
tent over the following workshops. Approximately two-thirds of the students 
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who registered eventually attended the workshop. The one-third who were 
absent generally did not notify the organizers. The attendance numbers were 
consistent in the first year with thirty-four students at the first workshop and 
thirty-three at the second in February 2016.
TGS already had a one-page workshop evaluation, and LRSS received 
permission to add questions specific to the proposal workshops. The added 
questions asked students about the value of the instruction on formulating the 
research question, writing a proposal, and using databases and reference manag-
ers. An open-ended question asked students to share how the workshop might 
be improved. The students requested the following in the first round of evalua-
tions:
• a shorter workshop (it was initially eight hours long)
• focus on one or two disciplines, for example, a science and engineering 
workshop
• more discussion time in the session about writing the proposal
• workshops at the College of Engineering campus
These requests remained consistent in evaluations gathered after the Feb-
ruary 2016 workshop, so TGS and LRSS planned to restructure the workshops 
for the next academic year.
The organizers planned two discipline-specific workshops per long se-
mester: humanities/social sciences and science/engineering for the 2016–2017 
academic year. Splitting up the workshops by discipline immediately solved the 
problem of exceeding the cap of fifty students. An average of forty students per 
workshop registered in the fall semester and an average of twenty-five per work-
shop in the spring. The team also made additional changes for the fall semester:
• shortening the workshop by two hours by merging the sessions on 
developing a research question and writing the proposal
• dividing the session on writing the proposal into two sections led by 
faculty members from the two broad disciplines
• asking the teaching faculty to reserve thirty minutes out of the proposal 
session for discussion
• offering at least one STEM workshop a year at the College of Engineer-
ing campus
The biggest challenge in the second year was recruiting four times as many 
teaching faculty to lead the proposal writing sessions. The science librarian 
found the most effective approach was to start emailing faculty six weeks to two 
months in advance, concentrating on faculty recommended by subject librar-
ians. The organizers have identified faculty who enjoy the workshops and will 
participate multiple times. Once these faculty have facilitated sessions at two 
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workshops, the science librarian gives them the opportunity to take a break and 
asks if they can recommend other faculty members. These steps have provided a 
fairly steady flow of speakers for the proposal writing session.
The second year of workshops went more smoothly. The workshop sched-
ule ran from 9:00 a.m. to 3:00 p.m. on a Saturday, starting with a continental 
breakfast followed by a welcome from the Academic Associate Vice Provost of 
TGS. Students then split into two groups by discipline for two sessions with a 
break in between. Library faculty, students, and teaching faculty then enjoyed a 
forty-five-minute lunch and networking time. Finally, the two groups joined for 
the reference manager instruction session. The evaluations showed the majority 
of students were satisfied with the specificity of the workshops for their disci-
pline and felt they had received information necessary to move forward with 
their proposals.
In their third year, the workshops have become predictable and routine, 
to the point where planners are considering transferring more administrative 
aspects to paraprofessional staff. Engineering students have requested instruc-
tion in BibTeX/LaTeX to create references, which the team hopes to add in the 
future. Many students have requested samples of successful dissertation and 
proposals, which a confusing variety of faculty and department staff currently 
archive. To make access more straightforward, LRSS has initiated discussions 
with the Digital Libraries Division to create a work flow to request proposals 
from students who have successfully completed their dissertations and theses 
for deposit in UNT’s institutional repository.
Finally, LRSS and TGS plan to start a study of the impact of the Proposal 
Preparation Workshops on graduate students’ progression through the rest of 
their academic journey. The team plans to distribute a follow-up survey to the 
attendees to get their perspective on the workshop’s impact. Based on this as-
sessment, the team will have data to demonstrate whether the graduate students 
perceive the workshops as being crucial to their success in the stage of writing 
the dissertation or thesis proposal in the graduate student life cycle.
The collaboration between LRSS and TGS became more complex and in-
terdependent over the years the team developed the proposal workshops. TGS 
relied on the librarians for their expertise in research skills and reference manag-
ers, as well in programming. In turn, LRSS depended on TGS’s experience with 
promotion and registration channels. The team communicated constantly about 
the status of issues and how to improve future workshops. The mutual respect 
and appreciation developed during the Proposal Presentation Workshops led to 
another joint endeavor.
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Three Minute Thesis Competition
The Three Minute Thesis  (3MT) is a competition for graduate students es-
tablished by  the University of Queensland in  2008.1 During the competition, 
students working on master’s or doctoral degrees have three minutes and one 
slide to  present their research and  the  importance of that research  to society. 
The competition challenges students to condense their research in a way that is 
engaging and understandable. The purpose of the competition is to advance the 
communication and presentation skills of graduate students. The 3MT concept 
spread to numerous universities and eventually grew into an international com-
petition.
Dr. Oppong first encountered the 3MT concept while attending an annu-
al meeting of the Council of Graduate Schools.2 In it he recognized a possible 
support program for another milestone in the life cycle of the graduate student: 
securing a professional position after graduation. Dr. Oppong knew that gradu-
ate students struggle with networking, presenting their research, and commu-
nicating their research to potential employers. He believed the program might 
strengthen the “elevator speeches” of UNT graduate students and improve their 
chances of being hired in their chosen fields, as well as raise the profile of the 
graduate school.
Dr. Oppong reached out to several people across the UNT campus, in-
cluding the head of LRSS, to collaborate in developing and launching the 3MT 
competition. The trust that the LRSS librarians had built up working with TGS 
in the past led to their playing a major role in the 3MT implementation. Once 
again LRSS was included based on the department’s willingness to make facil-
ities arrangements at the library for the program. More importantly, LRSS was 
invited to participate in this instance in recognition of the librarians’ advocacy 
for graduate students and understanding of presentation skills and scholarship.
TGS and its collaborators initiated the 3MT competition at UNT in 
2015. The competition is composed of preliminary rounds with judges selected 
from UNT faculty and staff, followed by a final round with judges selected from 
high-profile community members. The larger meeting rooms in the main library 
serve as the locations for the preliminary rounds of the competition, giving stu-
dents practice using a microphone and presenting to an audience in front of a 
large screen. During both preliminary and final rounds, judges score students on 
a number of factors and provide specific constructive feedback to help students 
improve their communication skills. At the preliminary rounds, the judges give 
oral feedback immediately after the presentations. Total scores determine which 
students move on to the finals and the top two winners. The 3MT competition 
has a people’s choice winner to increase audience engagement. This adds an in-
centive for students to invite friends, family, professors, and others to support 
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them in the final round of the competition. Cash prizes provide another incen-
tive, with the winner, runner-up, and people’s choice all receiving prizes donated 
by various local businesses and community members.
The TGS invited the LRSS librarians to be judges during the preliminary 
rounds, in recognition of their broad subject knowledge and expertise in presen-
tation skills. During the feedback sessions, both teaching faculty and staff judges 
were able to witness the scholarly abilities of librarians and how they can con-
tribute to graduate student success. The 3MT preliminaries also gave the librari-
ans the opportunity to see the breadth and quality of research occurring at UNT, 
which enables the fine-tuning of library services for graduate students and facul-
ty. As 3MT enters its third year at UNT, LRSS has invited other librarians to par-
ticipate in the preliminary judging to give them the occasion to highlight their 
comprehension of the scholarly process and presentation skills, plus support of 
graduate student development. This collaboration is yet another example of how 
building trust with the graduate school led to participation in new high-profile 
initiatives that not only leverage partnership resources, but also result in recog-
nition of the UNT Libraries’ role in graduate student success.
Lessons Learned and Conclusion
The goal of this chapter was to show how the UNT Libraries’ LRSS Department 
built its relationship with TGS over time. LRSS moved from providing support 
for what TGS offered graduate students to becoming partners and collaborators 
with TGS in developing and implementing new programs and services for stu-
dent success. This section details some of the lessons learned and recommenda-
tions for how others might approach working with their graduate schools.
The LRSS Department found that extensive outreach prepared the librari-
ans to collaborate with TGS. By attending various meetings and activities, espe-
cially those not obviously connected to the library, they were able to understand 
graduate students’ unmet needs. The department head did most of this ground-
work, attending graduate student town halls, graduate advisor meetings, faculty 
workshops, research group gatherings, and more to get the pulse of UNT grad-
uate students. She initiated discussion with TGS and other campus units about 
how LRSS could be a partner in responding to obstacles to graduate student 
success.
Offering library space for graduate student programs is a small investment 
that yielded large dividends for LRSS. At UNT, most large meeting rooms that 
accommodate large numbers of students and allow catering have a rental fee. 
The UNT Libraries were able to offer TGS the space for the Eagle Dissertation 
Boot Camps without charge. Making that space available for the graduate school 
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and preparing the room to meet their needs started the long-term collaboration 
between LRSS and the graduate school.
Being faithful in performing seemingly small tasks and taking the initiative 
to troubleshoot is another lesson learned. The consistency and resourcefulness 
of the art librarian during the dissertation boot camps built the trust needed for 
TGS to rely on LRSS in more complicated future projects. Even when the tasks 
do not seem appropriate for academic librarians, such as arranging furniture or 
troubleshooting equipment challenges, their importance to a graduate school 
offering programs with a limited staff should not be underestimated.
The LRSS department made an impression on the Academic Associate 
Vice Provost at TGS because the librarians considered how the library could 
align with graduate student needs, rather than how students could align with 
current library services. For example, it is uncommon for the Public Service Di-
vision of the library to sponsor daylong workshops with catering on a weekend. 
However, LRSS was willing to do this because graduate students needed a full-
day workshop to motivate them to start their proposals and could attend only 
on a weekend. Being flexible in approaches to service, as long as library goals are 
being met, made LRSS go-to partners for the graduate school.
Continual assessment of programs for graduate students helped LRSS and 
TGS to reach consensus on when to modify programming and perhaps discon-
tinue it. At meetings each semester, the partners discuss attendance data and 
evaluation results and assess whether there is value in continuing the project. 
Often the decision is to extend a program for an additional semester or longer 
to determine whether different promotion or timing will increase attendance. In 
some instances, this agreement to not become discouraged too soon has result-
ed in successful programs.
The LRSS Department realizes that the UNT Libraries and graduate stu-
dents are most fortunate in having a strong advocate in Dr. Joseph Oppong, 
Academic Associate Vice Provost at TGS. He understands the service ethic of 
librarians from his past experience with subject librarians and knows he can turn 
to them for creative solutions for obstacles to student success. Dr. Oppong is 
highly dedicated to supporting graduate students and gathers all collaborators 
he needs to bring students closer to graduation. Not every academic library will 
have a Dr. Oppong but by following the above lessons can gain the trust of and 
build a partnership with graduate school administrators.
An unexpected benefit of the LRSS collaboration with TGS has been 
heightening the profile of the library. The popularity of the Eagle Dissertation 
Boot Camps and Proposal Preparation Workshops, and the visibility of the 3MT 
Competition, have increased interest and attendance at all library programs and 
workshops for graduate students. The graduate school’s acknowledgement of 
LRSS’s efforts on behalf of the students has resulted in the UNT Libraries’ ad-
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ministration granting monetary and other support to the programs. The admin-
istration’s commitment has boosted the strength and sustainability of the library 
and graduate school collaboration. These actions send a clear message that the 
LRSS Department and the UNT Libraries support graduate students and their 
success through the academic life cycle and beyond graduation.
Special Acknowledgement
We would like to acknowledge the contributions of Dr. Joseph Oppong’s former 
and current administrative assistants, Daniela Balderas and Haley Pittman, to 
LRSS’s collaboration with TGS. The success of the graduate programs would 
not have been possible without their organizational skills, dependability, and 
enthusiastic support.
Notes
 1. “Three Minute Thesis,” University of Queensland, accessed November 16, 2017, https://
threeminutethesis.uq.edu.au/home.
 2. Council of Graduate Schools homepage, accessed November 16. 2017, http://cgsnet.
org/.
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